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WHITENESS & THE UNIVERSITY
2: "I check 'Other' because
even though I identify more as American,
I know the Arab part of me is still there."
1: "On those standardized tests, they
make you pick your ethnicity and
there isn't one for Arabs. I check White but
I just don't feel like I fit into that category."
RACIAL SELF-IDENTIFICATION
2. "If they identify as White... more power
to them!"
1: "I think it's important to know your culture
and where you come from...but I think it's okay to
see themselves as White, especially if they spent
most of their time here."
PERCEPTIONS OF
ARABS WHO IDENTIFY
AS "WHITE"
2: "When I first got here, I was sick of it all and
didn't want to be around any Arabs. But I ended
up gravitating toward the Muslim Student Association."
1: "In high school I didn't really have any Arab friends,
but here I spend most of my time with people who are
Arab. I think there's more exposure for me here than
at home."
TIES TO ARAB AMERICAN
COMMUNITY/CULTURE
THEMES
METHODS:
I conducted a face-to-face interview 
with two Arab American female juniors 
at Illinois (1 from Syria and 1 from 
Iraq). Each interview lasted 
approximately 30 minutes. Questions 
focused broadly on how they self-
identify racially and their views on 
their racial identity. I transcribed 
interviews verbatim and extracted 
common themes.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
I found that both of my participants self-identified to some degree as Arab American. Both 
struggled with demographic questionnaires-- the woman from Syria checks the ”White” box, 
whereas the woman of Iraqi descent checks the “Other” box and specifies “Arab American” in 
the blank. She explained that she only checks “White” on the basis of the technical definition, 
and does not personally identify as White. When I asked whether they had concerns about Arab 
Americans who identified as White, neither expressed any concerns and one woman from Iraq 
seemed pleased that those Arab Americans appear to be embracing American culture and 
acknowledging that they are just as American as anybody else. Both participants reported that 
they socialize mainly with other Arab Americans at Illinois. Moreover, they explained that they do 
so more in their college social circles than their home circles. Both are strong advocates of the 
importance of knowing their culture.
INTRODUCTION
On the US Census form, persons of Arab 
or Middle Eastern descent do not have a 
separate category and are asked to 
check the “Not Hispanic, White” box. 
While some Arab Americans do indeed 
identify racially as White, particularly 
those from Lebanon and Syria (Jamal, 
2007), many do not. As part of my 
Whiteness and the University course and 
my own Lebanese ancestry, I became 
interested in learning about Arab 
American students on the Illinois 
campus. In particular, I investigated how 
Arab-American students at Illinois self-
identify racially, what they think about 
their racial identity, and how they feel 
about checking the “White box.”
RECOMMENDATIONS OR IMPLICATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY
Based on the experiences of these participants, the University of 
Illinois is doing a great job having Arab Americans find their 
niche. The very established organizations, such as the Arab 
Students Association, make it easy for the students to get 
involved in that community. One potential direction for future 
research is to see how the community is viewed by White 
students of European descent, to see if they group this culture 
into their same “White” schema. Also, some scholarship has 
analyzed the experience pre and post September 11 of those 
who identify as Arab American, and how the group is both 
differentiated and accepted. Future research could sample a 
greater diversity of Arab Americans who identify as White and 
see how their experiences were before and after this tragedy.
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